And then, for reasons that are still debated despite decades of research, the civilization abandoned its core sett lements of the Central Maya Lowlands-in what some call a collapse.
It's a fascinating tale to archeologists, but one that's not normally associated with the fi eld of soil science. And yet the story documented in the soils of the Maya's cities and sett lements could hold the key to how they farmed, fed themselves, and treated the land, as well as why their society ultimately declined.
Archeologists have always been concerned with agriculture, notes Charles Golden, an archeological anthropologist at Brandeis University, "and that's always been one of the great questions about the Maya: How did they manage to maintain these large cities in the rainforest?" While the questions are enduring, how archeologists are now trying to answer them is not. In collaboration with soil scientists, they're turning increasingly to the soil and the invisible artifacts it contains, such as chemical traces of food and crops. What they're fi nding is that this substance-something archeologists literally used to brush aside-can be just as illuminating as more tangible artifacts.
"Archaeologists are looking for stufffor buildings and pott ery and stuff that people left behind," Golden continues. "So most archaeologists in the past weren't going to say, 'well, let's excavate here in this soil and see what the soil looks like.' So that's a critical change, when the concern becomes not just the stuff people leave behind, but also the soils they create, and the landscapes they create."
The Maya and Markets
Golden is a long-time collaborator of Brigham Young University soil biogeochemist Richard Terry, who 15 years ago off ered to add some more robust soil testing in the fi eld to the spot testing that archeologists had done previously at some Maya sites. Terry had no real expectations for where the research would lead or if he'd even stick with it. But the soil chemistry, microbial life, and architecture of the ancient sett lements soon captivated him.
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